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Abstract

David Bentley Hart has recently argued that universal salvation is a metaphysically necessary outcome of 
God’s act of creating rational beings. A crucial premise of Hart’s argument is a compatibilist view of free 
will, according to which God can determine human choices without taking away their freedom. This view 
constitutes common ground between Hart and the tradition of classical Thomism, which emphasizes the 
non- competitive relation between human freedom and God’s universal causality. Unfortunately, Thomistic 
compatibilism undermines the so- called Free Will Defense, which is often considered to be the only viable 
way of responding to contemporary criticism of the doctrine of hell. Can the existence of hell be reconciled 
with God’s goodness given a Thomistic conception of rational freedom? This question is of interest not only 
to followers of Aquinas but to anyone who rejects a ‘zero- sum competition’ between freedom and grace, and 
who also believes that divine revelation confirms the possibility of perdition. The present article proposes an 
alternative to the Free Will Defense— called The Thomistic Autonomy Defense— which aims to block Hart’s 
arguments for the necessity of universal salvation.

Introduction

The traditional Christian doctrine of hell gives rise to a poignant version of the problem 
of evil: How could a God who is love and goodness permit the final loss of any rational 
creature? Recently, the Orthodox theologian David Bentley Hart has argued that this 
problem is unsolvable and can be known with certainty to be so. According to Hart, uni-
versal salvation is not something that we may humbly hope for (in the spirit of Hans Urs 
von Balthasar1), but a necessary implication of God’s nature and the nature of created 
persons.

In his book That All Shall Be Saved: Heaven, Hell and Universal Salvation, Hart presents 
three forceful arguments against the very possibility of eternal damnation.2 One argu-
ment is from the nature of God, another from the nature of personhood, and a third 

1 Hans Urs Von Balthasar, Dare We Hope ‘That All Men Be Saved’? with a Short Discourse on Hell (San 
Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2014).

2 David Bentley Hart, That All Shall Be Saved (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2019).
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from the nature of freedom. In addition, he makes a case for a universalist reading of the 
Bible. The issues surrounding Hart’s biblical interpretation will not concern me here. 
Instead, my focus will be on Hart’s three main arguments.

The perspective from which I will address these arguments is a Thomist one. Hart 
often singles out Thomistic positions for scathing criticism, but what makes his argu-
ments especially worrisome for followers of Aquinas is that Hart argues from assump-
tions about God and the nature of freedom that most Thomists will find congenial. 
Especially his conception of the relationship between human freedom and divine cau-
sality comes very close to the position of classical Thomism.3 As Taylor Patrick O’Neill 
points out, ‘at times Hart even sounds downright Bañezian, stating, ‘Insofar as we are 
able freely to will anything at all … it is precisely because he [God] is making us do so”.4 
Since they agree on a compatibilist understanding of freedom, Hart and classical 
Thomists also agree that the most influential response to the problem of hell— the so- 
called ‘free will defense’— is a dead end, since it depends on a misconceived notion of 
freedom.5

Can the existence of hell be reconciled with God’s goodness given a classically 
Thomist conception of free will? This question should interest not only followers of 
Aquinas but all who reject a ‘zero- sum competition’ between human freedom and 
divine causality, and who in addition believe that divine revelation confirms the pos-
sibility of perdition. If Hart’s case against this possibility can be answered from the 
standpoint of Thomism, with its strong emphasis on God’s universal causality, then 
other traditions can draw on this answer as well. While there have already been some 
penetrating Thomist responses to Hart’s book,6 they have in general tried to under-
mine his arguments rather than attempting to make a positive Thomistic case for the 
possibility of perdition. In this article, I will try to fill this lacuna by suggesting an 
argument that is structurally similar to the free will defense of hell but that does not 
depend on a libertarian understanding of freedom. I will call this argument The 
Thomistic Autonomy Defense and attempt to show that it is capable of defusing Hart’s 
three main arguments. At the end of the article, I will suggest that the Thomistic 
Autonomy Defense has implications also for Hans Urs von Balthasar’s more modest 
eschatological speculations.

3 ‘Classical Thomism’ refers to a tradition of Aquinas- interpretation that emerged from the de auxiliis- 
controversies in the sixteenth century and became the standard view within the Dominican Order until the 
twentieth century. Typical representatives are Domingo Bañez and Reginald Garrigou- Lagrange, who defend 
a strictly compatibilist view of free will according to which human acts are fully determined by divine causal-
ity even though they are also caused (on a different ontological level) by the human will as a secondary cause. 
This school lost its dominant position within the Thomistic tradition in the last century due to the influence 
of thinkers like Jacques Maritain and Bernard Lonergan, who somewhat de- emphasized the divine control 
over human free will without endorsing Molinism. For contemporary representatives of ‘classical Thomism’ 
(as well as their critics) see Thomism and Predestination: Principles and Disputations, edited by Steven Long, 
Thomas Joseph White, and Roger Nutt (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2016).

4 Taylor Patrick O’Neill, ‘That All Shall Be Saved: Heaven, Hell, and Universal Salvation by David Bentley 
Hart (review)’, Nova et vetera 18, no. 4 (2020): 1402 (quoting Hart, That All Shall Be Saved, 183).

5 The term ‘free will defense’ was coined by Alvin Plantinga and is primarily associated with the general 
problem of evil; see Alvin Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), 169- 84. Similar 
free will defenses of hell are however common; see for example Jonathan L. Kvanvig, The Problem of Hell 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).

6 Simon Francis Gaine, ‘That All Shall Be Saved: Heaven, Hell, and Universal Salvation by David Bentley 
Hart (review)’, New Blackfriars 101, no. 1095 (2020); O’Neill, ‘That All Shall Be Saved (review)’.
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Hart’s Argument from the Nature of God

An initial obstacle that needs to be confronted is the fact that Hart rejects all possible 
‘greater good’ defenses of hell as fundamentally and in principle misconceived. Since 
the Thomistic Autonomy Defense is a greater good defense, it is necessary to address 
Hart’s general criticism of such defenses and show why it is ineffective. In order to do 
so, we will first have to take a look at Hart’s main argument against hell— the argument 
from the nature of God.

Since God creates ex nihilo, his act of creating is ‘infinitely free’, ‘constrained by nei-
ther necessity nor ignorance’, according to Hart.7 This means that the final outcome of 
God’s creativity— the world in its eschatological state— will fully reveal his moral na-
ture. The eschaton will display who God truly is, since he is responsible for whatever 
the world will ultimately contain. Any remainder of evil and suffering would be ‘some-
thing God has directly caused, as an entailment freely assumed in his act of creating, 
and so an expression of who he freely is’.8 But if this is the case, and if a remainder of 
evil is left in the end, then God cannot be Goodness Itself but at best imperfectly good. 
Since God is Goodness Itself, however, we can be certain that creation in its final state 
will not contain any evil and suffering, which means that there is no such thing as an 
endless hell.

For traditionally minded theologians, a natural response to this reasoning is to apply 
a greater good defense. What if the evil of eternal loss is not positively willed by God, 
but merely permitted for the sake of a greater good? Hart, however, dismisses this sug-
gestion as incoherent. If the purportedly greater good is achieved at the price of the 
endless suffering of even one single soul, or even the possibility of such suffering, then 
the greater good can at best be ‘a tragically ambiguous good’, which means that it is not 
a true good at all. Hart writes:

What would any damned soul be … other than a price settled upon by God with 
his own power, an oblation willingly exchanged for a finite benefit— the lamb slain 
from the foundation of the world? And is hell not then the innermost secret of 
heaven, its sacrificial heart? And what then is God’s moral nature, inasmuch as the 
moral character of any intended final cause must include within its calculus what 
one is willing to sacrifice to achieve that end …?9

It does not matter for Hart whether the soul that God would permit to be damned 
for the sake of a greater good is very despicable. Even if only Hitler will suffer for an 
eternity in hell, and everybody else enter the Kingdom, God’s decision to create ex 
nihilo on this condition would still be morally bad. ‘No account of the divine decision 
to create out of nothingness can make [Hitler’s condemnation to endless suffering] 
morally intelligible’.10

Even if we were to replace Hitler’s endless suffering in hell with his annihilation at the 
end of time, it would still be morally impossible, according to Hart, for God to create on the 
condition that this might happen. The eternal absence of some soul ‘would still be a kind 
of last end inscribed in God’s eternity, a measure of failure or loss forever preserved within 

7 Hart, That All Shall Be Saved, 70.
8 Ibid., 72.
9 Ibid., 83.
10 Ibid., 84.
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the totality of the tale of divine victory’.11 The acceptance of this kind of failure would 
again compromise God’s goodness. Hart therefore concludes that ‘if God is the good cre-
ator of all, he must also be the savior of all’.12

In response to this argument, it should first be pointed out that God’s act of creating 
is not, as Hart seems to say, totally unconstrained by any kind of necessity. True, there 
are no external constraints on God when he creates, but there are internal constraints in 
the form of broadly logical or metaphysical necessities13 in virtue of which God can be 
forced (so to speak) to choose between realizing a certain good or avoiding a certain 
evil. These constraints exist in virtue of God’s intellect and power and cannot be changed 
by the divine will. For example, if God wants a biological ecosystem to exist, he must 
accept that organisms perish. He cannot by his will change the fact that an ecosystem by 
nature entails destruction. So even though creation is an expression of who God is, it is 
not entirely an expression of ‘who God freely is’ if this is taken to imply a willful divine 
control over metaphysical necessities.

Given the fact that God does not control the broadly logical compatibility or incompati-
bility between various goods and evils— no more than he ‘controls’ what the laws of logic 
or mathematics are14— how can Hart rule out the possibility that there is some immense 
good that is incompatible with universal salvation, and that God reasonably wills more 
than he wills universal salvation? The answer is, of course, that he cannot. At most, Hart 
can argue that it does not matter how great any suggested ‘greater’ good is, since it would 
in any case be morally bad (and hence impossible) for God to purchase it at the expense of 
the final loss, or even the possible loss,15 of a single soul. It follows from this that God is 
morally bound to prevent such loss at any cost, and hence to forfeit any good— however 
great— that conflicts with universal salvation.

This view, however, has absurd implications, which can be seen if we consider an 
unlikely but epistemically possible scenario. For all we know, it could be the case that 
the existence of rational creatures is incompatible, in a broadly logical sense, with 

11 Ibid., 87.
12 Ibid., 90.
13 In this article, I use the notions of ‘broadly logical necessity’ and ‘metaphysical necessity’ interchange-

ably to denote a kind of necessity that is more inclusive than ‘narrowly logical necessity’ (which only applies 
to propositions the denial of which involves a contradiction). ‘No numbers are human beings’ is an example 
of a metaphysically necessary proposition. Metaphysical necessities (whether de dicto or de re) are often seen 
as grounded in the natures or powers of things, and from a Thomistic perspective such necessities (and all 
modal notions) must be seen as ultimately grounded in the power of God. See Thomas Aquinas, Summa theo-
logiae (hereafter ST) I, q. 9. a. 2. English translation by Laurence Shapcote OP (Steubenville, OH: Emmaus 
Academic, 2012). Not even God can make a number that is simultaneously a human being, and this is why 
‘no numbers are human beings’ is a necessary truth. Although some Thomists are suspicious about the idiom 
of ‘possible worlds’, it is perfectly compatible with Thomism to identify metaphysically necessary truths with 
propositions that are true in all possible worlds (in which their referring expressions are non- empty) See Brian 
Leftow, ‘Aquinas on God and Modal Truth’, The Modern Schoolman 82, no. 4 (2005): 176- 77. I will use this way 
of characterizing metaphysical necessity, without in any way implying that modal notions are reducible to (or 
logically secondary to) talk about possible worlds. For more details on the concept of metaphysical necessity, 
see E.J. Lowe, The Possibility of Metaphysics: Substance, Identity and Time (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1998), 13- 16.

14 The claim that God does not ‘control’ what the laws of logic or mathematics are does not entail that logic 
or mathematics are in any sense independent of God. On a Thomist view, or any classically theist view, logic 
and mathematics are determined by God’s nature. Since God cannot change his nature, he does not control the 
laws of logic or mathematics.

15 Hart writes: ‘what one is willing to sacrifice to achieve a certain end, even if only potentially, is a price 
that, morally speaking, one has already paid’ (That All Shall Be Saved, 149). God’s acceptance of the mere pos-
sibility of final loss is hence, according to Hart, more or less morally equivalent to actual acceptance.
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guaranteed universal salvation, so that God cannot create any rational creatures at 
all without permitting that at least one of them— say, Hitler— is possibly annihilated 
in the end. I do not claim that this is a likely scenario— I only claim that for all we 
know it could be true.

Given this scenario, God would be facing the following choice:

Either 
 1. God creates rational creatures and permits that Hitler (and only Hitler) is possibly 

annihilated in the end.
Or 

 2. God does not create any rational creatures at all.

Since it is morally impossible, according to Hart, for God to allow a single soul to perish, or 
possibly perish, for any reason, it follows that God is morally bound to choose option 2, and 
hence to abstain from creating any rational creatures. This would strike most people as an 
absurd conclusion, but more importantly it would probably even strike Hitler as an absurd 
conclusion. It seems very likely that he, like most people, would prefer to be created and 
exist for a limited time rather than not being created at all. So even if we look at the matter 
from the perspective of the soul who, as we here assume, has to ‘pay the price’ for God’s act 
of creating, we must conclude that there is something wrong with Hart’s reasoning. Clearly, 
there is a rather modest greater good that could outweigh the evil of the possible annihila-
tion of a soul and hence could— by any reasonable standard— justify God’s permission of 
it, namely the good of the previous existence of the soul in question.16

But what about endless suffering in hell, then? This seems to be a graver matter 
than annihilation. Is Hart right to hold (as his view commits him to) that God must 
rather abstain from creating anything at all than permitting that Hitler ends up in 
hell? In this case, there is no knock- down argument against Hart’s view. I suspect, 
however, that most people would say that the non- creation of the world, or the 
non- creation of all the rational creatures that now exist, including the Virgin Mary 
and Christ’s humanity, is too steep a price to pay in order to save Hitler from hell. 

16 The fact that the scenario I have imagined is epistemically possible does not entail that it is metaphysi-
cally possible. However, the purpose of my thought experiment is merely to show that all greater good de-
fenses cannot be rejected a priori, and all that is required to show this is the epistemic possibility (or even just 
the conceivability) of the scenario I have suggested. Moreover, if somebody would claim to know that this 
scenario is metaphysically impossible— that it is impossible that the existence of rational creatures could de-
pend on God’s permission of the evil of final loss— I would very much like to know how this can be known 
with any certainty. It is very difficult to know which evils and goods are logically dependent on each other in 
the final analysis, a fact that can be illustrated by the following example. Any rational Christian believes that 
God would not have permitted the horrendous evils that have occurred in our world (for example the torture 
of children) unless there is some broadly logical incompatibility between God’s preventing all such evils, and 
some good of immense value that God wants to realize. Even if we do not know what this immense greater 
good is, or why it is incompatible with God’s preventing all horrendous evils, Christians must surely assume 
that there is such a good, and that its realization is incompatible with God’s preventing all horrendous evils. 
Otherwise, Christians would (in the name of logical consistency) have to admit that God has permitted, say, 
the torture of children even though he could have prevented this evil without the loss of any good. But this would be 
to deny the goodness of God. The point here is that any Christian who does not believe that the problem of 
horrendous evil is completely solved (as Hart certainly does not believe) must acknowledge that it is very 
difficult to know the logical relations between various global goods and evils. For Hart’s position on the 
problem of evil, see David Bentley Hart, The Doors of the Sea: Where Was God in the Tsunami? (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2005).
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Hart might disagree, but if he does, he has nothing but a possibly idiosyncratic in-
tuition to lean on.17

What I have tried to show is that Hart’s categorical dismissal of all possible greater 
good defenses of hell is misconceived. I have done so by suggesting a greater good 
defense that seems to be cogent given a certain epistemically possible (or at least 
conceivable) assumption. In the suggested defense, the greater good is the very ex-
istence of rational creatures, and the epistemically possible assumption is that God 
cannot create rational beings without allowing that some of them might perish. If 
Hart would accept that this greater good defense works (given the assumption in 
question), then he would have to withdraw his a priori rejection of all possible greater 
good defenses. This means that the road is open to exploring other, less hypothetical 
and more realistic greater good defenses, which is what I intend to do later in the 
article. On the other hand, if Hart stands his ground and insists that no greater good 
can justify perdition under any conceivable circumstances, he must affirm that it would 
be better for God to abstain from creating any rational beings at all rather than let-
ting Hitler (and only Hitler) perish. This I take to be a reductio ad absurdum of Hart’s 
position.

However, even if Hart is wrong to reject, out of hand, the very idea of a greater good 
defense for hell, it could still be the case that his necessitarian universalism is true, and 
that an endless hell is impossible. What I have shown so far is only that a cogent and 
convincing greater good defense for hell might exist. I have not yet shown that it does 
exist. Even though there are goods that most people would agree could outweigh the 
evil of the possibility of eternal loss— at least the eternal loss of Hitler— the question 
remains why God could not realize any such good without allowing the possibility or 
actuality of eternal loss. As I have admitted, we have no reason to believe that God is 
logically constrained to tolerate the possibility of damnation in order to be able to create 
rational creatures.

As a purported solution to this problem, mainstream Christian apologetics refers us 
to the greater good of human freedom and its putative logical conditions. Since freedom 
is incompatible with necessity, the argument goes, God cannot make a human being’s 
attainment of her final end a matter of necessity. Thus, God must allow the possibility 
that some humans do not attain their final end. Unless God leaves open this possibility, 
he would violate our freedom.18

This is the so- called free will defense, and Hart rightly rejects it. He correctly identi-
fies freedom as ‘a being’s power to flourish as what it naturally is’. Without mentioning 

17 Hart has one argument that is of relevance here, but it is a very weak one. He claims that hell’s endless-
ness (which Hart refers to as its eternity) makes it impossible for the evil of perdition to be outweighed by any 
created good. The eternity of hell means, for Hart, that ‘the price is raised beyond any calculus of relative 
good, and into the realm of absolute— of infinite— expenditure’ (That All Shall Be Saved, 84). However, if— as  
I have hypothetically assumed— the good of the very existence of rational creatures logically depends on 
God’s permission of final perdition, then the evil of an endless hell must be weighed against the good of the 
endless beatitude of Christ, the Virgin Mary and all other rational creatures that are saved. Hart seems to as-
sume that an endless evil cannot possibly be outweighed by an equally endless (but quantitatively greater) 
good. This assumption, however, seems to be false.

18 For influential versions of the ‘free will defense of hell’, see Kvanvig, The Problem of Hell; William Lane 
Craig, ‘“No Other Name”: A Middle Knowledge Perspective on the Exclusivity of Salvation through Christ’, 
Faith and Philosophy 6, no. 2 (1989): 172- 88; Jerry L. Walls, Hell: The Logic of Damnation (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Pess, 1992).
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Servais Pinckaers’s concept ‘freedom for excellence’, this is clearly what Hart has in 
mind.19 ‘The freedom of a rational spirit’, says Hart, ‘is its consummation in union with 
God’.20 This means that we are freer the less we are capable of deviating from our final 
end through sin. Christ, who was wholly incapable of sinning, was the freest among 
human beings.21

This view of freedom undermines the free will defense of hell. What Hart says is that 
freedom is compatible with necessity, and that the possibility of sinning is not a condi-
tion for true freedom. Here Hart is in agreement with Aquinas, for whom ‘natural ne-
cessity does not take away the liberty of the will’. ‘Indeed, more than this’, says Aquinas, 
‘for as the intellect of necessity adheres to the first principles, the will must of necessity 
adhere to the last end, which is happiness’.22

Hart is also in agreement with Aquinas when it comes to the relationship between 
free will and divine grace or divine efficient causality. Most interpreters of Aquinas 
take him to say that God can infallibly cause a free human choice, without the freedom 
of that choice being in any way undermined. Hart concurs: ‘The suggestion … that 
God … could not assure that a person freely will one thing rather than another is sim-
ply false’.23 Hence, for both Aquinas and Hart, the free will defense is a non- starter.

Hart’s Argument from the Nature of Freedom

While Hart has many good points with respect to human freedom, he pushes things 
too far. One of his arguments for universalism starts from the claim that freedom ‘is 
contingent upon true knowledge and true sanity of mind’.24 ‘To the very degree that 
either of these is deficient, freedom is absent. And with freedom goes culpability’. 
From this Hart draws the conclusion that if somebody persists eternally in rejecting 
God, this must be due to ‘eternal ignorance, and therefore has nothing really to do 
with freedom at all … Not only is an eternal free rejection of God unlikely; it is a logi-
cally vacuous idea’.25

From a Thomistic perspective it is of course true that rejecting God is only possible 
for a person whose knowledge is less than perfect, in the sense that she does not see 
God’s essence directly in the beatific vision. Since the knowledge of God granted to 
us in the beatific vision actualizes our freedom to the maximum degree,26 it follows 
that nobody who enjoys the maximum degree of freedom could possibly reject God. 
However, what is needed for a free and therefore culpable rejection of God is not 
maximal freedom but only sufficient freedom.27 Presumably, many people here 
below who reject God have sufficient sanity of mind to be held responsible for this 
rejection, in the same way as people are held culpable for murders and other crimes. 

19 See Servais Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 1995), 354- 78.

20 Hart, That All Shall Be Saved, 172.
21 Ibid., 187- 90.
22 ST I, q. 82, a. 1.
23 Hart, That All Shall Be Saved, 183.
24 Ibid., 177.
25 Ibid., 178.
26 See Simon Francis Gaine, Will There Be Free Will in Heaven? Freedom, Impeccability and Beatitude (London: 

T&T Clark, 2003), Chap. 8.
27 As pointed out by Simon Gaine, ‘That All Shall Be Saved (review)’, 628.



8 Mats Wahlberg

© 2022 The Author. Modern Theology published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

If God does not grant those who reject him in this way the beatific vision at some 
point, there is nothing that logically prevents them from persisting in their free and 
culpable rejection of God indefinitely.28 Perhaps God is morally obligated to break 
down their resistance at some point, but if this is the reason why it is impossible for 
anybody to freely reject God forever, then that impossibility has nothing to do with 
the nature of rational freedom, but rather with the moral nature of God. This means 
that Hart’s argument from the nature of rational freedom reduces to his argument 
from the nature and goodness of God, recounted in the previous section. However, 
the success of the latter argument depends, as we have seen, on whether there is a 
greater good that could make the possibility of eternal rejection and damnation com-
patible with God’s perfect goodness. If there is such a greater good, the argument 
from the nature and goodness of God fails.

We are therefore back at the question of what the greater good might be, and we have 
seen that it cannot be human freedom, at least not for followers of Aquinas. Instead, 
many Thomists defend God’s permission of eternal loss by reference to ‘the wisdom of 
a divine government that conforms to the nature of things … Human nature being fal-
lible in its freedom, God allows it to sometimes fail’.29 Not even God could create ratio-
nal creatures that are infallible or indefectible by nature— incapable of falling away from 
the good through sin. The natural possibility of defection or failure exists by necessity 
for any being who is not the Good itself. As Charles Journet explains: ‘To suppose a free 
creature … which by nature did not possess the possibility or capacity to sin, would be 
to suppose a creature which was its own supreme law’.30 Of course, by his grace, God 
could make sure that the natural possibility of sinning is never actualized in any ratio-
nal creature. It is arguably more fitting, however, for God to respect the fallible nature 
of rational creatures by permitting some of them to fail, even with respect to their final 
end.

While this is an argument worth considering, I do not think that Thomists need 
to rely on it alone in order to explain or make intelligible the possibility of damna-
tion. I will now suggest another greater good argument available from a Thomistic 
standpoint.

28 For the sake of argument, I am assuming here that the endlessness of hell is due to an on- going, free 
refusal of the damned to repent. However, this might seem to be an untenable view if hell is imagined as a 
place characterized by something like unbearable physical pain. Then it seems impossible that a person with a 
semblance of sanity could choose to stay there forever if an alternative (such as repentance) is available. This 
might not be the correct way to think about hell, however. From common experience, we know that people 
can choose to remain in rather miserable psychological conditions, for example by clinging to a grudge or re-
fusing to give up immoral or anti- social patterns of behavior (even though they are aware of alternative 
courses of action). If we think about hell as analogous to such states of existence, then there is no contradiction 
in believing that it could be perpetuated by the will of the damned persons themselves rather than by an ex-
ternal divine decree. See for example C.S. Lewis, The Great Divorce (San Francisco, CA: HaperOne, 2015); 
Walls, Hell: The Logic of Damnation.

29 Serge- Thomas Bonino OP, ‘Contemporary Thomism through the Prism of the Theology of Predestination’ 
in Thomism and Predestination: Principles and Disputations, eds. Steven Long, Thomas Joseph White, and Roger 
Nutt (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2016). See also Reginald Garrigou- Lagrange, 
The One God: A Commentary on the First Part of St. Thomas’ Theological Summa (Jackson, MI: Ex Fontibus 
Company, 2012), 684, 701.

30 Charles Journet, The Meaning of Evil (New York: P.J. Kenedy, 1963), 149.
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The Thomistic Autonomy Defense

The greater good that this defense appeals to is not autonomy itself— a notion I will 
shortly explain— but a good that presupposes autonomy for its perfection, namely 
friendship or intimacy with God. The aim of the defense is to demonstrate that the perfect 
goodness of God is compatible with the possibility of damnation. The defense, moreo-
ver, aims to be compatible with Aquinas’s view of human freedom, as interpreted in the 
mainstream Thomistic tradition.

What then do I mean by autonomy, and how is it different from freedom? As I will 
use the term, autonomy presupposes freedom but is a stronger or more demanding no-
tion. While freedom is compatible with absolute or metaphysical necessity, autonomy is 
not since it has to do with the capacity for choice or self- determination. Let me explain 
this in terms of Aquinas’s conception of the will.

In a sense, freedom or liberty belongs to all acts of the will, according to Aquinas. An 
act of the will that is forced or compelled is not truly an act of the will at all. Some of the 
will’s acts, however, are necessary since they flow from the will’s nature, such as the 
desire for happiness.31 The will must, like everything else, have a nature, and this means 
having some inborn and necessary inclination that the will itself has not chosen, but 
that underlies and conditions its very capacity for choice. The idea of having total auton-
omy or freedom of choice in all respects is incoherent, since this entails that the will 
would not have a determinate nature, which in turn would mean that all its choices are 
ultimately arbitrary. A will that can unrestrictedly choose even its own ultimate end 
must ultimately choose randomly.

However, with respect to most potential objects of the will, the will’s nature is com-
patible both with willing them and not willing them, according to Aquinas. In such 
cases, the will is not determined by its nature to will or not to will, or to will this over 
that. This means that the human person has the power to determine herself with respect 
to different options or means towards the final end of happiness. This is choice (electio), 
and the power of choice, or liberum arbitrium, is one of the essential powers or acts of the 
will.32 It is important to note, however, that by the power of self- determination or 
choice— what I have called autonomy— Aquinas does not mean the power to determine 
oneself independently of God’s universal causality. On the Thomistic view, self- determination 
is compatible with (in fact, presupposes) the will’s being causally determined by God 
on a different ontological level.33

Crucially, however, a person can only have self- determination with respect to some 
object if it is compatible with the will’s nature not to will that object. In other words, 
if the will by its very nature is necessitated to will a particular thing or state— so that 
the will desires or chooses this thing or state in all possible worlds in which it exists— 
then it is not in any sense (not even in a compatibilist sense) the will that determines 
itself in relation to this thing or state. Such is the case with happiness, which we desire 
by nature, and hence in all possible worlds in which our nature exists. We might say 
that it is God who has ‘unilaterally’— without our involvement as secondary causes— 
determined that we should desire happiness by giving us the nature we have. Only 
with regard to objects that our God- given nature does not necessitate us to will can we 

31 ST I, q. 82, a. 3.
32 ST I, q. 83, a. 4.
33 See ST I, q. 83, a. 1, ad 3 for Aquinas’s explanation of this.
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be said to determine ourselves— while also being determined by God’s causality at the 
transcendental level.

The fact that they are autonomous in certain respects makes rational creatures 
more dignified and valuable than creatures that lack the capacity for self- 
determination. In De Veritate, Aquinas teaches that God gives rational creatures not 
only the power to communicate God’s goodness to others by being genuine causes, 
but also the power to communicate goodness to others in the same manner as God 
himself does this, namely ‘according to their will, and not according to any necessity 
of their nature’.34 As autonomous in certain respects, we participate more fully in 
God’s goodness.

Besides the general ontological dignity that comes with autonomy, there are cer-
tain kinds of personal relationships that require autonomy for their existence or per-
fection. Marriage is perhaps the best example. To marry somebody means to give 
oneself to that person, and such a gift of self must be the result of deliberate self- 
determination rather than necessity or chance. As Karol Wojtyla writes: ‘Betrothed 
love can never be a fortuitous or imperfect event in the inner life of the person. It 
always constitutes a special crystallization of the whole human “I”, determined be-
cause of its love to dispose of itself in this particular way’.35 In order to dispose one-
self in one way rather than another, one must have the power of self- determination. 
Only then can one, as Wojtyla says, ‘surrender … one’s “I”’ to another, whether this 
be a spouse or God.

The importance of autonomy or self- determination is further underlined by Wojtyla 
in a somewhat paradoxical way when he defines the gift of self as ‘a renunciation of … 
autonomy’. ‘Love’, he says, ‘proceeds by way of this renunciation, guided by the pro-
found conviction that it does not diminish and impoverish, but quite the contrary, en-
larges and enriches the existence of the person’.36 One cannot renounce one’s autonomy 
for the sake of another person unless one first has autonomy. Wojtyla elaborates on this 
theme in terms of the notion of freedom. ‘Love’, he says, ‘consists of a commitment 
which limits one’s freedom— it is a giving of the self, and to give oneself means just that: 
to limit one’s freedom on behalf of another’.37 What Wojtyla is talking about here obvi-
ously is not freedom in the sense of ‘freedom for excellence’— he does not intend to say 
that you limit your freedom to flourish as a human being when you give yourself to 
another; in fact, he intends to say the exact opposite. What Wojtyla here means by free-
dom is autonomy. To give oneself to another means to voluntarily limit one’s autonomy 
in certain respects in order to be united to the other. ‘Freedom’, he writes— and we 
should read autonomy— ‘exists for the sake of love’. ‘Love commits freedom and im-
bues it with that to which the will is naturally attracted— goodness’.38 In other words, 
autonomy exists partly in order to be given away in the highest forms of love. This is the 
ultimate meaning of human life. In the words of Matthew Levering, ‘The fundamental 
purpose of creation— that for which all things were created— is the marriage of God and 

34 Quaestiones disputatae de veritate, q. 5, a. 8c (my translation), https://www.corpu sthom istic um.org/
qdv05.html.

35 Karol Wojtyla, Love and Responsibility, trans. H.T. Willetts (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1981), 98.
36 Ibid., 125- 26.
37 Ibid., 135.
38 Ibid., 135.

https://www.corpusthomisticum.org/qdv05.html
https://www.corpusthomisticum.org/qdv05.html
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humankind and, through humankind as microcosm, the marriage of God and the entire 
cosmos’.39

The personal relationship between God and humans that is the purpose of creation 
can also be characterized as a relation of friendship. In fact, marriage itself is best under-
stood as a form of friendship, and Aquinas says that ‘there seems to be the greatest 
friendship between husband and wife’.40 Aquinas understands love for God in accor-
dance with the paradigm of friendship- love, and he therefore defines supernatural 
charity as ‘friendship of man for God’.41 Friendship for Aquinas always involves a form 
of self- communication or gift of self, as Michael Waldstein has pointed out.42 Aquinas 
puts it in this way: ‘To those whom we love [with the love of friendship], we are related 
as to ourselves, communicating ourselves to them in some way’.43

My main point here is that, according to the Bible and Catholic tradition, the ideal re-
lationship between humans and God is a marriage- like or friendship- like relationship, 
which involves the gift of self to God. This kind of relationship presupposes, for its 
perfection, the power of self- determination on the part of the human persons involved. 
Only persons who have a certain autonomy can contract a marriage, which is the great-
est or most perfect form of friendship.

Henceforth I will, for the sake of simplicity, speak about humans ‘marrying’ God, 
and by this I mean the entering into an intimate friendship- relation with God through 
grace, which is perfected in what the mystics call ‘spiritual marriage’ and ultimately in 
the beatific vision.

Now, if Hart is right, humans do not have the power of self- determination with re-
spect to whether they will at some point marry God or not. Hart argues, as we have 
seen, that it is absolutely necessary that all human beings sooner or later become friends 
with God through grace. This is necessary both in virtue of God’s nature as Goodness 
Itself, and in virtue of the nature of human freedom. We have the power to delay the 
wedding ceremony, so to speak, but not indefinitely. The fact of the marriage is neces-
sary, and the only contingency concerns when it will happen.

But if this is the case, our final marriage- like relationship with God must be less than 
perfect, in fact gravely deficient. It is, as I have argued, of the essence of marriage and 
perfect friendships that they are the result of self- determination or choice on the part 
of those involved. The parties’ mutual self- determination to be with each other makes 
their union more personal and intimate than it would otherwise be, and loving inti-
macy is a perfection of marriage- like relationships.

This means that a perfectly good God can permit rational creatures to reject his love 
forever. This follows from the fact that unless the possibility of permanent rejection ex-
ists, any marriage- like friendship between God and a rational creature will not be the 
result of self- determination on the part of the creature, and the relationship will there-
fore be deficient. Now, friendship with God is the most intimate relation that any 

39 Matthew Levering, Engaging the Doctrine of Marriage: Human Marriage as the Image and Sacrament of the 
Marriage of God and Creation (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2020), 1.

40 Summa contra gentiles (hereafter SCG) III, cap. 123. Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra gentiles: Books III- IV, 
trans. Laurence Shapcote OP, Latin/English Edition of the Works of St. Thomas Aquinas (Steubenville. OH: 
Emmaus Academic, 2018), 246.

41 ST II- II, q. 23, a. 1c.
42 Michael Waldstein, ‘John Paul II and St. Thomas on Love and the Trinity (First Part)’, Anthropotes 18 

(2002), 129.
43 Super Ioannem, Chap. 15, Lecture 4, https://www.corpu sthom istic um.org/cih13.html (quoted in 

Waldstein, ‘John Paul II and St. Thomas on Love and the Trinity’, 129).

https://www.corpusthomisticum.org/cih13.html
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created being can have with him who is Goodness Itself, and such friendship is there-
fore, in the words of Marilyn McCord Adams, an ‘incommensurate’ good, a good so 
great that it cannot even be compared with any non- transcendent goods or evils.44 If the 
non- deficient or perfect realization of this incommensurate good logically requires the 
ability to reject God forever, then it is fully compatible with the divine goodness to per-
mit eternal rejection.

Here is a formal presentation of the Thomistic Autonomy Defense:

 1. The best or most intimate relationship that is possible between God and a rational 
creature is a marriage- like friendship.

 2. A marriage- like friendship is deficient unless it is the result of genuine self- 
determination or choice.

 3. A genuine choice on the part of a creature to marry God presupposes that it is pos-
sible for it not to marry God.

 4. To say that it is possible for a creature not to marry God is to say that it is possible 
for it never to marry God (unless the possibility of never marrying God exists, the 
creature does not have a choice between marrying God or not marrying God, but 
only a choice between marrying God now or later).

 5. Hence, unless God permits the possibility that a creature never agrees to marry him 
(i.e., eternal rejection), any marriage- like friendship between the creature and God 
will be deficient.

 6. The good of a non- deficient or perfect marriage- like friendship between God and 
rational creatures is an incommensurate good and therefore outweighs the evil of 
eternal rejection.

 7. Hence, a good God can permit eternal rejection in view of the greater good of realiz-
ing the most intimate relationship possible between himself and rational creatures, 
which is a marriage- like friendship.

Note that the conclusion of this argument is not that God does permit eternal re-
jection, but only that he can do it— in other words, that it would in no way be in-
trinsically unfitting or morally inappropriate for God to permit it. The Thomistic 
Autonomy Defense is, in other words, wholly compatible with universal salvation in 
fact. What it attacks is just the claim that universal salvation must happen by neces-
sity. The autonomy defense, accordingly, is only an anti- Hart argument and not an 
anti- Balthasar argument, although it has— as I will later show— implications also for 
Balthasarian eschatology.

It can be asked, however, whether the Thomistic Autonomy Defense really is com-
patible with the Thomistic (and ‘Hartian’) view that God can infallibly cause a person 
to freely make a certain choice, for example the choice to marry God. Does not this kind 
of divine determination of human choices remove our power of self- determination and 
make our ‘choices’ necessary?

To answer this question, we need to follow Aquinas in making a distinction between 
absolute necessity and suppositional necessity.45 Absolute necessity is roughly the same 
thing as broadly logical or metaphysical necessity. To hold, like Hart, that it is abso-
lutely necessary that every human person sooner or later marry God is to hold that 

44 Marilyn McCord Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
2000), 82- 83.

45 ST I, q. 19, a. 3; SCG I, cap. 67.
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there is no possible world in which a rational person exists but does not at some point 
marry God. I have argued that this kind of necessity removes a person’s power of self- 
determination with respect to whether she will marry God or not.

Suppositional necessity, on the other hand, is necessity given a certain (in itself 
non- necessary) supposition or assumption, for example the supposition that God 
moves a person’s will to make a certain choice. Aquinas writes: ‘If God moves the 
will to anything, it is incompatible with this supposition, that the will be not moved 
thereto’.46 So given the fact that God moves my will to freely say yes to him, it is 
suppositionally necessary that I say yes to God, but it is not necessary absolutely 
speaking. There are (assuming that Hart is wrong) possible worlds in which I make 
a different choice for eternity, perhaps because God does not move my will to say yes 
to him in those worlds.

The distinction between suppositional and absolute necessity is in itself uncontro-
versial and can be illustrated by mundane examples. Given the supposition that I know 
that Stockholm is the capital of Sweden, it is necessary that Stockholm is the capital 
of Sweden (if it were not, I could not possibly know that it is). Absolutely speaking, 
however, it is not necessary that Stockholm is the capital of Sweden. It could have been 
some other city.

Classical Thomists argue that suppositional necessity— premised on the supposi-
tion that God moves a person’s will to make a certain choice— does not remove a 
person’s power of self- determination. In itself, or in the ‘divided sense’, the will re-
tains its ability to choose differently, even though its choice is necessary in the ‘com-
posite sense’, or given the supposition that God actually moves the will to make that 
choice.47 This means that Thomists can admit that a human choice to marry God is 
necessary in one sense (namely suppositionally), even though it is not necessary in 
another and more important sense (namely metaphysically or absolutely). The ab-
sence of the latter kind of necessity is sufficient for true self- determination, according 
to the Thomistic view.48

Let us now see how Hart’s view relates to the Thomistic view. As we have seen, 
both Hart and Thomists agree that God causally determines human choices and that 
this fact is compatible with human self- determination (so that the human will can 
both be determined by God to make a certain choice and simultaneously freely de-
termine itself to make that very choice). Hart, however, claims that with respect to 
a person’s ultimate destiny, the option of never becoming friends with God is not 
available for the human will to choose, since this option is incompatible with the 
will’s nature, as well as impossible for God to countenance. This means that every 

46 ST I- II, q. 10, a. 4, ad 3.
47 For the ‘divided’ and ‘composite’ senses, see Taylor Patrick O’Neill, Grace, Predestination, and the 

Permission of Sin: A Thomistic Analysis (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2019), 
28- 32.

48 This understanding of free choice or self- determination is of course controversial, but all who reject a 
competitive or zero- sum relationship between God’s transcendental causality and human freedom must 
admit that our choices can be suppositionally necessary (given that they are caused by God) and yet free (as 
caused by us). This, however, is precisely what libertarians deny. According to a libertarian view, a necessary 
condition for an action or a choice to be free (or an instance of true self- determination) is that ‘no causal laws 
and antecedent conditions determine that [the person] will perform the action, or that he will not’ (Plantinga, 
The Nature of Necessity, 166). If this is correct, free choice is incompatible with any kind of necessity, even sup-
positional necessity (although one could perhaps argue that God’s causality is not an antecedent determining 
condition). Hart, however, rejects the libertarian requirements for freedom and therefore cannot criticize the 
Thomistic perspective by appeal to those requirements, or anything similar.
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person must ‘choose’ to become friends with God in every possible world. But what 
happens in every possible world (i.e., by metaphysical necessity) is not a matter of 
choice or self- determination at all. The will does not play a role in determining its 
own nature or the nature of God, and if the decision to marry God follows from the 
will’s God- given nature by metaphysical necessity, then that decision is not a case 
of self- determination. Hence, on Hart’s account, the human will does not determine 
itself with respect to its ultimate relationship with God, but only with regard to more 
mundane things and states.

According to Thomists, on the other hand, the will’s nature is compatible with an 
everlasting rejection of God, and it is possible for God to abstain from ever causing a 
person to choose friendship with him. This means that the ultimate relationship of a 
human person to God is not only a matter of what that person’s nature is like or what 
God does, but also a matter of what her own will determines (in dependence on God). 
What the Thomistic Autonomy Defense argues is that this is of great importance. A re-
lationship based on mutual self- determination is far more valuable than a relationship 
where only one party makes the crucial determination.

Hart’s Argument from the Nature of Personhood

Before looking at some potential objections to the Thomistic Autonomy Defense, I 
will argue that if it is successful, it also defeats Hart’s argument from the nature of 
personhood, which is the last of his main arguments. Hart contends that personhood 
‘is an act, not a thing, and it is achieved only in and through a history of relations 
with others’.49 Since our identities as persons are relationally constituted, it is impos-
sible for us to be happy if those whom we love or care about are in hell. If some per-
sons are damned or annihilated, the heavenly blessedness of all others will depend 
on ‘either callousness or ignorance’, and both alternatives entail that heavenly bliss 
would be defective.50 This means that ‘either all persons must be saved, or none can 
be’.51

Unfortunately for Hart, if this argument is sound, it follows that humans are not 
self- determining with respect to their friendship- relations with other humans. To be 
saved means to become a friend of God by grace, and thereby also a friend of all others 
who are saved. You cannot be united to God without also being united to all of God’s 
friends. Hence, if it is metaphysically necessary that all humans are saved in the end, 
then it is also necessary that all humans become friends with each other in the end. But 
this means that we do not have the power of self- determination with respect to whether 
we will enter into a friendship relation with any given human being. Instead, friendship 
with all other persons is simply a necessary consequence of the fact that somebody is a 
human person. We have the power to postpone the friendship with any given human 
being, but not indefinitely. The fact of the friendship is necessary, and the only contin-
gency concerns when it will happen.

As we have seen, however, a friendship relation that is not the result of self- 
determination is defective. Hence, Hart’s personhood argument entails that all human 
friendship relations are defective. If we do not want to accept this conclusion, we will 

49 Hart, That All Shall Be Saved, 153.
50 Ibid., 150.
51 Ibid., 155.
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have to deny that universal salvation is necessary, since the non- necessity of universal 
salvation— and hence the non- necessity of friendship between all humans— is a con-
dition for the very existence of genuine human friendships. Thus, by turning Hart’s 
personhood argument on its head, we have a second argument for the claim that a per-
fectly good God can permit final loss without compromising his goodness. He can do 
so because the possibility of final loss is a necessary condition of genuine inter- human 
friendships, and such friendships are a great good. However, since they are not an in-
commensurate good, this argument could not by itself establish that God’s goodness is 
compatible with his permitting final loss. It can only add some extra punch to the argu-
ment presented in the previous section.

Hart does not accept the classical solution to the problem that the relational character of 
personhood poses. This solution proceeds from the fact that all created relationships have 
their ontological ground and ultimate end in God. In the words of O’Neill, ‘the good of 
relationships that we experience, as constitutive of ourselves as they are, are only bor-
rowed goods. They are good because they participate in the divine. Those relationships are 
not lost, but consummated in one’s direct gaze upon God, for without him, they are noth-
ing.’52 In other words, the good of our relationships to persons who are eventually damned 
derive their goodness from God, and there is hence nothing in those relationships that God 
does not already contain in himself. Hart’s personhood argument unwittingly presup-
poses that relationships to persons who are eternally separated from God could be irre-
placeable goods, without which those who are lovingly related to lost persons could not be 
happy. But this is implicitly to assume that creatures can have a value independent of their 
relation to the Creator. This assumption is inconsistent with the classical theism that Hart 
himself espouses.

It is furthermore the case that Hart’s personhood argument in the final analysis re-
duces to his first argument from the nature of God. If it is compatible with the nature of 
God to permit damnation, then it follows that God can be perfectly happy even though 
he knows that some people are in hell (God would not be God unless he were perfectly 
happy). But if God can be perfectly happy even though some people are in hell, then 
why could not humans in heaven— who see things from God’s perspective— also be 
perfectly happy? There is no reason to assume this. Hence it is clear that Hart’s person-
hood argument depends on the tacit assumption that God could not be happy if some 
people are in hell, which means that the possibility of damnation is incompatible with 
the nature and goodness of God. The Thomistic Autonomy Defense, however, gives us 
strong reason to believe that the latter claim is false.

Some Objections to the Thomistic Autonomy Defense

In this section I will address six potential objections to the autonomy defense. The first 
one is this: The persons of the Trinity have no ‘choice’ whether to love each other or not, 
and yet their loving relationship is as perfect as can be. Is this not a counterexample to 
my claim that a perfect relationship between God and rational creatures presupposes 
that the latter can choose whether to marry God or not?

No, it is not a counterexample. The three persons of the Trinity are all identical to the one 
essence of God, so intra- Trinitarian love is a case of divine self- love— the divine essence 

52 O’Neill, ‘That All Shall Be Saved (review)’, 1401.
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loving itself. Self- love by nature excludes autonomy since nobody can be autonomous in 
relation to himself. However, the fact that self- love, including divine self- love, excludes au-
tonomy does not support the conclusion that autonomy is superfluous in loving relation-
ships between essentially distinct parties, such as God and a rational creature. We can see 
this by reflecting on the relationship between human self- love and love of others. No per-
son is capable of rejecting himself or his own love. However, from this it does not follow 
that it is appropriate to deny other people the possibility to reject one’s love. Autonomy 
has no place in human or divine self- love, but it has a crucial place in human and divine 
love of others. This explains why the Christian tradition does not use the metaphors of 
marriage or friendship to characterize the mutual love between the persons of the Trinity. 
Marriage or friendship are by nature relations between substantially distinct beings, and 
this is why those relations are perfected by a mutual respect for autonomy.

The distinction between self- love and love of others also helps us understand why 
Christ as a human being can have a perfect relationship to God despite the fact that he 
cannot possibly determine himself against God (he cannot sin).53 The explanation is that 
Christ is identical to God, and his love of God is therefore a case of divine self- love, even 
though Christ’s love also involves a human nature. A nature, however, cannot love ex-
cept as it is personified, and the only person in Christ is the divine Son.

The second objection is this. I have argued that friendships, by their essence, should 
be the result of mutual self- determination. However, from a Thomistic perspective it 
could also be argued that our friendship with God is merely friendship in an analogous 
sense, and analogy leaves room for a good deal of difference.

I grant that this is true. However, we all agree that self- determination is a value- 
enhancing or good- making property of human friendships. It would therefore be very odd 
if our friendship with God lacked this characteristic. While friendship with God is cer-
tainly different from intra- human friendships, it cannot be different in the sense of lack-
ing some fundamental property (compatible with God’s nature) that makes human 
friendships more valuable than they would be without it.54

Here is a third objection. In heaven, we do not, according to Aquinas, have free-
dom of choice in respect of whether to love God or not. We have no choice but to love 
God.55 If freedom of choice or the power of self- determination is essential for the 
perfection of a marriage- like relationship with God, it seems to follow that our rela-
tionship with God is less perfect in heaven than here below. But this cannot be right, 
so freedom of choice cannot be essential for the perfection of our relationship with 
God.

53 Hart adduces Christ’s inability to sin as an argument against the free will defense in That All Shall Be 
Saved, 187- 90.

54 If it is argued that self- determination is only needed in human friendships because of the ever- present 
risk of being manipulated or abused by a human friend, my response is that this is false. Mutual self- 
determination is a perfection even of friendships between saints, where there is no risk of manipulation or 
abuse. To be friends by choice is simply an intrinsically more valuable and perfect state than to be friends 
without choice. Thanks to David Wiljebrand for suggesting this objection to me.

55 There has been a debate among Thomists whether the beatific vision necessitates the will to love God 
with respect to the exercise of its act as well as with respect to the act’s specification. This debate is occasioned 
by the following words by Aquinas: ‘As to [the exercise of its act], no object moves the will necessarily, for no 
matter what the object be, it is in man’s power not to think of it’ (ST I- II, q. 10, a. 2c). This can be taken to imply 
that not even the vision of the essence of God can necessitate an act of love for God. However, most Thomists 
have taken this passage to be only about possible objects of the will in the present life. See Gaine, Will There Be 
Free Will in Heaven? 98- 99.
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The answer to this objection is that only a person who has autonomy can enter a mar-
riage or a marriage- like relationship because entering such a relationship means precisely 
to renounce one’s autonomy in certain respects, and to do so out of love. Prior to marrying, 
a person is free to choose whether to marry or not to marry, and this is essential to the en-
suing relationship. However, by the very act of marrying somebody, he renounces this 
freedom of choice, and hence renounces part of his autonomy. He is no longer free to 
choose. As we might recall, Wojtyla defines the gift of self which takes place in marriage as 
‘a renunciation of … autonomy’. In heaven, we have renounced our autonomy in the sense 
that we no longer have a choice with respect to saying yes or no to God, since we have al-
ready made our choice56 and thereby, in the words of Wojtyla, ‘committed our freedom’.57 
This very act of commitment makes the ensuing relationship more perfect than it would be 
if we never had any autonomy.

The fourth objection is this. If friendship or marriage with God is an ‘incommensurate’ 
good that can outweigh any evil, no matter how great, it seems to follow that a perfectly 
good God could choose to save only one person and damn everybody else, since the good 
of that one person’s friendship with God would outweigh the eternal misery of all the rest. 
Intuitively, however, it seems very doubtful that this line of action is compatible with God’s 
perfect goodness. The good of friendship with God is therefore probably not an incom-
mensurate good in the relevant sense.58

However, the claim that friendship with God is an incommensurate good does not entail 
that God could possibly save just one person and damn the rest. It could be the case, and 
arguably it is the case, that it would be unfitting for God to act in this way. If so, and since 
God cannot do what is positively unfitting, it would be impossible for him to damn every-
body except one, even though the one person’s bliss is an incommensurate good.

Note that the hypothesis that it is impossible for God to damn everybody except one 
is wholly compatible with the claim, which I have defended above, that it is possible for 
any person to be damned. Compare: It is possible for any runner to win the race, but it 
is not possible for all or many to win it (assuming that a dead heat means that nobody 
wins). In the same way, it might be possible for any person to be damned, even though 
it is not possible that all but one be damned (due to the unfittingness of this). In itself, 
however, the Thomistic Autonomy Defense is not committed to affirming either that 
God could damn almost everybody, or that he could not. It remains neutral on the issue.

A fifth objection points to a lacuna in the Thomistic Autonomy Defense. All that this 
defense manages to establish, if successful, is that the possibility for people never to 
marry God must exist, as a condition for the possibility of having perfect friendship 
with God. But the non- traditional doctrine of annihilation entails that it is possible for 
people never to marry God. This means that the Thomistic Autonomy Defense can at 
best justify the doctrine of annihilation and not the doctrine of hell. Thomists, however, 
believe in hell, so it seems that the Thomistic Autonomy Defense fails to accomplish 
what it promises.

This is indeed a point where some additional argumentation is needed, and I will 
briefly suggest how it could go. Consider the following analogy. If a human person 
were to give another person the choice of either becoming friends with him or cease 
to exist (be annihilated), we would say that the ensuing friendship is defective. A true 

56 See Gaine, Will There Be Free Will in Heaven?, 127- 28.
57 Wojtyla, Love and Responsibility, 135- 36.
58 Thanks to Brendan Wolfe for raising this objection.
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friend lets the other person continue to exist even if she rejects his offer of friendship. 
Thus, if God were to confront humans with the choice of either becoming friends with 
him or being annihilated, any friendship relation established on such a basis would be 
imperfect, to say the least. It could be objected that the same would be true if God con-
fronts humans with the choice between friendship or perpetual misery in hell. This is 
not the case, however, which we can see by considering another analogy. Suppose that 
a man proposes marriage to a woman knowing that she will be forever miserable if she 
turns him down (perhaps he knows this because he has great psychological insight, or 
because God has revealed it to him). Would this entail that the ensuing marriage (if the 
woman accepts the proposal) would be in any way defective? On the contrary: the fact 
that the woman cannot be happy without the man testifies to the quality of their rela-
tionship. It is the same with our relationship to God. Since we are created for marriage 
with God, the only alternative to marrying him is perpetual misery in a state of alien-
ation, and this is what we call hell. By letting us reap the inevitable fruit of a bad choice, 
God respects our autonomy in a way he could not be said to do if he were to annihilate 
us for turning him down.

Finally, the sixth objection. I have argued that the possibility of eternal loss must exist 
as a condition for perfect friendship with God. But the existence of the possibility of eter-
nal loss is, as I have admitted, compatible with a scenario in which all humans are actually 
saved. What reason, then, could God have to ever let the possibility of damnation be ac-
tualized? It seems that the Thomistic Autonomy Defense does not answer this question.

This is indeed true. The defense only establishes (if successful) that it is possible 
for God to permit damnation. It does not say anything about whether God actually 
permits it, or for what reason he might do so. However, if it is true that God could 
possibly permit damnation, it follows that there are at least some possible circum-
stances in which God has a morally appropriate reason to actually permit it. Unless 
there are such circumstances, it would not be true that God could possibly permit 
damnation. Perhaps God has reasons of fittingness that are of permanent validity in 
all circumstances (as the traditional Thomistic explanation of reprobation, recounted 
above, has it). If this is the case, God would still be free to act or not to act on those 
reasons, since a reason of fittingness is not a necessitating reason. Of course, Hart de-
nies the existence of any reason that could give God moral license to allow perdition. 
What the Thomistic Autonomy Defense shows is that this denial comes at a higher 
price than Hart and others might have expected. The claim that no reason could 
possibly justify a divine permission of final loss entails, as I have argued, that true 
friendship with God is impossible.

Implications for Balthasarian Eschatology

Hans Urs von Balthasar famously claims that it is permissible to hope that all humans 
will be saved. He argues for this on the basis of the existence of two types of passages 
in the Bible— one type which seems to strongly suggest the existence of hell, and an-
other type which seems to point to universal salvation. The different messages of these 
two types of texts cannot be reconciled, for example, by means of a distinction between 
God’s conditional and absolute will. Instead, they must remain in tension, according to 
Balthasar.59 The existence of both kinds of texts, and the unresolvable tension between 

59 ‘A synthesis of both [kinds of texts] is neither permissible nor achievable’; Balthasar, Dare We Hope, 18.
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them, leads him to argue that there is a possibility that everyone might be saved, al-
though we cannot know that this will happen, which means that we must also entertain 
the possibility of damnation.

This position can be taken to be consistent with the argument I have presented 
above, which only establishes that the possibility of damnation needs to exist as a 
condition of perfect friendship with God. An important question, however, is what 
kind of possibility Balthasar has in mind. Is it epistemic or metaphysical possibility? 
Some of his arguments suggest that it is the former. When Balthasar says that dam-
nation is possible, he can be taken to mean that as far as we know— and due to the 
contradictory or tension- filled nature of the biblical witness, we know very little— 
God can permit damnation. However, to accept this as an epistemic possibility is com-
patible with believing (without knowing) that ‘God cannot condemn anyone to hell 
lest he violate his own nature’, and that damnation therefore is metaphysically 
impossible.60

That Balthasar indeed leans towards the view that damnation, in the final analysis, is 
metaphysically impossible is suggested by some of the things he says or implies. He 
seems to assume, for example, that if Jesus allows anyone to perish, this can only be 
because ‘hell was and is stronger than he is’.61 But it is impossible for hell to be stronger 
than Jesus, so this implies that damnation is impossible. Sometimes Balthasar suggests 
that damnation has logical consequences that would make it unfitting or absurd for 
God to permit it: ‘Should, then, the chosen be able to rejoice in heaven because they 
have been relieved of the memory of their friends— and which man is not my friend?— 
who are languishing in hell?’62 But if damnation has absurd consequences, then damna-
tion is metaphysically impossible since God cannot do what is positively unfitting or 
absurd.

Another thing that causes worries is Balthasar’s rejection of the distinction between 
God’s conditional and absolute will: ‘We might, however, make clear to ourselves how 
outrageous it is to blunt God’s will for salvation, which is directed against the entire 
world … by describing it as “conditional” and calling absolute only the divine will in 
which God allows his total will for salvation to be thwarted by man’.63

If it is ‘outrageous’ (i.e., false) to hold that God’s will to save all humans could be 
merely conditional, then it follows that God either saves all humans or else he has no 
wish whatsoever— not even a conditional one— to save all humans, which means that 
he wants some people to be damned no matter what. While some Calvinists might be 
happy to accept the latter possibility, from a Catholic perspective it is incompatible 
with God’s goodness. For Catholics, God could hardly be said to be perfectly good 
if he did not have at least a conditional will for everybody to escape hell. Balthasar’s 
rejection of the very idea of a conditional salvific will on God’s part thus implies that 
the only scenario in which God permits a person to be damned is one in which God 
is not perfectly good, since he wills damnation unconditionally. Since there is no sce-
nario in which God is not perfectly good, it follows that damnation is metaphysically 
impossible.

Although the Thomistic Autonomy Defense is an anti- Hart rather than an anti- 
Balthasar argument, there is a potential tension between the Thomistic Autonomy 

60 Kevin L. Flannery, ‘How to Think about Hell’, New Blackfriars 72, no. 854 (1991): 473.
61 Balthasar, Dare We Hope, 13.
62 Ibid., 16.
63 Ibid., 13.
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Defense and Balthasar’s view. On a plausible interpretation, Balthasar only affirms the 
epistemic possibility of damnation, and leaves open (at best) the question of whether 
damnation is metaphysically possible. However, as I have attempted to show, the value 
of friendship with God gives us reason to affirm its necessary condition, which is the 
metaphysical possibility of final loss.

Conclusion

Let us take a step back and look at the bigger picture. It is useful to distinguish between 
two different paradigms or logics that govern how we think of our relationship to God, 
namely:

 1. The logic of the created spirit’s dynamism toward the Highest Good.
 2. The logic of personal relations (marriage, friendship with God).

When we look at reality through the spectacles of the first logic, we see a teleological 
order where God is our telos, the end that perfects us and makes us completely happy. 
We come to this end through contingent choices, so autonomy or freedom of choice has 
a role to play, but a limited one that only concerns the means to the end. In the context of 
this paradigm, the idea that God would allow some of us to fail to attain our final end can 
seem rather foreign. If we are necessarily inclined to seek happiness, why should not our 
attainment of happiness be a matter of necessity as well? After all, freedom is a rational 
being’s power to flourish as what it naturally is, and to deviate from one’s trajectory to-
ward one’s end through wrongful choices inhibits one’s flourishing and therefore lessens 
one’s freedom.

I am not saying that it is impossible to explain God’s permission of final failure within 
the framework of the first logic. The traditional Thomistic explanation that I recounted 
earlier points out that fallibility belongs to the nature of created spirits, and it seems to 
be a good thing for God to govern the world in accordance with the nature of things. 
This provides some intelligibility to God’s permission of final failure even in the context 
of the first logic.

Neither Thomists nor ‘Hartians’ should forget, however, that besides the first logic, there 
is another equally true and important way of framing or characterizing our relationship to 
God, namely in terms of the logic of personal relations. In the context of this paradigm, 
God is a potential friend or spouse, and friends or spouses respect each other’s otherness.64 
The imposition by one friend of an absolute necessity on the other friend deprives the 

64 The application of this language of ‘otherness’ to God can be criticized by appeal to Neoplatonic ideas 
and thinkers such as Nicholas of Cusa, who describes God as the ‘not- other’ (non- aliud). However, even 
Nicholas recognizes that God is not a creature, and the non- creaturehood of God is sufficient for the concept of 
self- determination to be applicable to creatures in respect of their personal attitude to God. This is all that the 
Thomistic Autonomy Defense requires, irrespective of whether God in a certain sense is ‘not- other’. Clyde 
Miller describes Nicholas of Cusa’s paradoxical position thus: ‘God is not a creature, yet God is not other than 
the creature’; Clyde Lee Miller, ‘God as li Non- Aliud: Nicholas of Cusa’s Unique Designation for God’, Journal 
of Medieval Religious Cultures 41, no. 1 (2015): 32. In this context it is relevant to point out that Hart is a self- 
described metaphysical monist. Recently, he has written that ‘God is all that is. Whatever is not God exists as 
becoming divine, and as such is God in the mode of what is other than God.’ See David Bentley Hart, You Are 
Gods: On Nature and Supernature (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2022), xviii. Given this 
understanding of the (non- ) distinction between God and the world, universalism follows necessarily. I am 
not convinced, though, that Hart has proved the monistic premise.
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other of the power of self- determination and detracts from the personal character and inti-
macy of the relationship. This is why it is, in human contexts, a virtue to let one’s beloved 
choose whether to reciprocate one’s love or not, and a vice to deprive her of that choice.

I have argued that when we look at things through this second logic, it does not seem 
strange at all that God would allow the possibility of eternal rejection. The possibility 
to say a permanent ‘no’ is simply a constitutive element of the most valuable forms of 
personal relationships.

Hart completely disregards the logic of this second, personal paradigm. ‘It is hard to 
exaggerate’, he writes, ‘how large a metaphysical solecism it is to think of God … as an 
option that can be chosen out of a larger field of options’. God is not ‘some sort of particular 
object that one could choose or reject. … He is, rather, the fullness of Being and the tran-
scendental horizon of reality that animates every single stirring of reason and desire’.65

The question is, however, why could God not be both an object of potential choice or 
rejection, and the fullness of Being? This, of course, is a very paradoxical idea, and it 
would be appropriate to follow Hart in pouring scorn on it, were it not for the fact that 
divine revelation tells us that it is true. Through the Incarnation, which is the paradox 
at the heart of Christianity, God clearly showed that he wishes to relate to us in accor-
dance with the logic of personal relations. In Bethlehem, he made himself an object of 
potential choice or rejection. Apparently, then, God wants us to reach our telos— to come 
to Him who is the fullness of Being and the transcendental horizon of reality— by freely 
choosing to become friends with Christ.66

65 Hart, That All Shall Be Saved, 183.
66 This article is based on a talk given at the Inaugural Pinckaers Chair Conference ‘Grace and Nature: 

Contemporary Controversies’ at the Angelicum in Rome, 3- 4 December 2021. I want to thank Fr. Thomas 
Joseph White and Fr. Simon Gaine for the invitation, and all participants for fruitful discussions. The article 
has also benefitted from discussions of Hart’s book with my colleagues and students at a lunch seminar at 
Umeå University. A special thanks to Kenneth Mattebo, who gave a written critical response to an earlier 
draft.
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